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From Frustration to Satisfaction: Using NLP to Improve Self-Expression 
  
Stacey WINCH, QUT International College / TESOL Unit, School of Cultural and 
Language Studies, Queensland University of Technology.  
 
How often do students tell us they are frustrated at being unable to express 
themselves, and more specifically, their true, deep and complex thoughts? We 
reassure them that language learning takes time, and that, with concerted effort, they 
will learn English. And mostly they do, but being able to fulfil various forms of 
academic assessment does not necessarily mean that non-native speakers can express, 
to their complete satisfaction, the depth and subtleties of their true thoughts and 
feelings such as is possible in their own language.  
Neuro-linguistic programming (NLP) is making an impact on English language 
teaching, and may just offer one solution to this problem. By drawing upon the notion 
of preferred representational systems, this paper suggests that expressing oneself with 
satisfaction may be as simple as understanding how one processes and stores 
information.  
 
INTRODUCTION  
Neurolinguistics (NLP) is relatively new to language teaching. It was developed in the early 1970s by 
John Grindler and Richard Bandler who studied the patterns and beliefs of people who excelled 
(Revell and Norman 1997). From this, they created a set of patterns, techniques and strategies that 
other people can use in the pursuit of excellence. The aim of this paper is to suggest the application of 
an NLP strategy to help higher-level students with their self-expression.  
 
WHAT IS NLP?  
NLP has been described as ‘a complex set of beliefs, skills and behaviours that can help a person 
communicate more accurately, effectively and respectfully’ (Baker and Rinvolucri 2005:4).  
• ‘Neuro’ refers to the nervous system where our experiences are received and 
processed through our five senses.  
• ‘Linguistic’ represents the language that we use – both verbal and non-verbal, that 
shapes and reflects our experience of the world.  
• ‘Programming’ describes training ourselves to think, speak and act in new ways.  
 
In short, NLP is about how to run our brain in a productive way to consistently achieve the results that 
we want (Revell and Norman 1997).  
 
NLP IN ENGLISH LANGUAGE TEACHING  
‘There is no such thing as reluctant learners, only inflexible teachers’ NLP adage.  
English language teaching materials using NLP are as yet not common. Jane Revell and Susan Norman 
have published two books of classroom activities based on NLP, Handing Over (1999) and In Your 
Hands (1997), and Mario Rinvolucri has recently published a book of integrated skills for intermediate 
to advanced learners called Unlocking Self-Expression Through NLP (2005). None of these are, as yet, 
widely available in Australia. In the United Kingdom, Pilgrims runs courses for ESL teachers wanting 
to use NLP. Topics include effective communication, developing rapport, recognizing and working 
with all learning styles, improving learner effectiveness, goal-setting and information gathering 
(Pilgrims 2005). NLP is said to encourage English language teachers to ‘come up with ways to deliver 
the programmes and supply even more variety in (their) teaching styles.’ (Tompkins in Baker 2005)  
While articles on the subject are increasing in number, NLP is still far from being accepted as part of 
mainstream English language teaching. Harris (2002:1) suggests that this is because ‘it is presented in 
a way that does not conform to either the explicit or implicit rules of academia in the field of 
linguistics’, but that it is however, based on tenets which underlie psycholinguistics and cognitive 
linguistics. In NLP, however, the jargon of cognitive and psycholinguistics is changed. For example, 
Cognitive styles is in NLP known as metaprograms.  
 
There are detractors of using NLP in teaching. One example (Thornbury 2001) suggests that the 
increasing popularity of NLP in English language teaching is a reflection on the low self-esteem of 
educators and students. If so, then the effect of NLP is nothing but positive. Numerous articles written 
by teachers who have attended the Pilgrims courses mention the favourable results for both themselves 
and their teaching. As an example, one teacher comments, ‘At the end of the course, I felt extremely 
positive about myself, my capabilities, and was absolutely “fearless” to try anything … Today, I like 
myself better … and I have certainly acquired skills I didn’t have (before)(Tsai 1999:6). A study of 
teacher trainer workshops run to enhance teachers’ awareness of NLP in classroom discourse had 
similar findings, this time for the students. This is described as the ‘“therapeutic effect” of improved 
learner self-esteem, better involvement in classroom procedures, (and) greater motivation’ (Millrood 
2004:29).  
 
Another criticism of using NLP in English language teaching is the lack of suitable evidence. ‘Until 
practitioners can produce plausible evidence for its effectiveness, recognition is unlikely to be 
forthcoming’ (Thornbury 2001:395). Research by language teachers, however, often relies on 
descriptive rather than empirical research (Cohen and Manion 1997), and, in its favour, NLP is said to 
package ‘its theoretical contents in a manner which may be unwrapped and digested, with minimal 
effort’ (Harris 2002, 10). In addition, the ELT community has a reputation for openly welcoming new 
ideas from other fields, such as drama (Baker and Rinvolucri 2005).  
 
HOW NLP WORKS  
According to NLP, each person processes and stores information differently (Revell and Norman 
1997; Rinvolucri 1997; Robbins 2001). Known as representational systems, these are how people 
experience the world through their senses. They can be simply explained:  
 
• Visual means to look and see;  
• Auditory, that we hear and listen;  
• Kinaesthetic, that we feel, which includes touch, movement and emotion;  
• Olfactory, that we rely on our sense of smell; and  
• Gustatory, that we rely on our sense of taste (Revell and Norman 1997:31).  
 
From these, we each have a primary representational system, the one which we use most often. It will 
be visual, auditory or kinaesthetic. When processing information, we may run through the range of 
systems, but we will begin with one in particular. That is known as our preferred primary 
representational system, and it is this which becomes predominant when we are under stress 
(Rinvolucri 1992:20).  
 
There is one more distinction to be made. The term preferred primary representational system refers 
to the system we rely on for experiencing the external world. But for accessing internal information, 
that is, remembering or imagining, the preferred system is known as the lead system (Revel and 
Norman 1997:35). For ease, lead system, will be used in this paper to refer to both internal and 
external processing of information.  
 
  
SELF-EXPRESSION – THE ISSUE  
Our role, as educators, is to ‘identify students’ strengths and match those with the material they are 
endeavouring to learn…. What we must teach the students is the way, his (her) own individual way, to 
transform sound into purposeful experience through the process of “meaningful association”’ 
(Knowles 1983: 153).  
 
I propose addressing the issue of self-expression through creating awareness in individuals of their 
own lead systems. Norman and Revell (1999:7) comment that in order to achieve, you must ‘be clear 
about what you really want, write it down precisely, do whatever you need to do to move toward your 
goal … and you stand a good chance of success.’  
 
Establishing clear goals is a basic tenet in NLP. If students are studying English with the narrow goal 
of obtaining a specific English language test score they may do so at the expense of overall 
proficiency. They may focus only on attaining what is necessary to function to a required level in an 
academic setting. They may not realise, until faced with a situation where they need to express 
feelings, emotions and experiences, that their ability to perform in a test environment may not extend 
to other settings.  
 
The self-expression issue may be illustrated through a case study. 
  
‘Emy’, a student with 6.5 in IELTS, is studying at an ELICOS centre as she needs to obtain an IELTS 
score of 7 to gain admission to her chosen degree at a university in Queensland. She has been in 
Australia for over a year, living with a home stay family and has an Australian boyfriend. In her 
advanced level class, Emy is an outgoing, talkative student and discusses topics being studied for the 
IELTS exam with confidence.  
 
Emy’s ability to express herself decreases significantly when she is outside of a classroom context. 
When interviewed on her feelings about studying in Australia and her experiences here, Emy hesitated 
often when responding, and appeared to be frustrated, rolling her eyes up to the ceiling, or holding her 
hands over her face several times during the interview. She often said, ‘I can’t express myself. I’m so 
frustrated.’ It was established that Emy’s inability was not related to a lack of vocabulary or familiarity 
with her topic, but that she couldn’t ‘express her heart’.  
 
THE SOLUTION  
It was clear from the interview that Emy did not use language signifying her lead system. These words, 
described as ‘predicates’, can be divided into four categories (Rinvolucri 1997; Robbins 2001):  
• neutral, ‘I understand’;  
• visual, ‘That’s clear’;  
• auditory, ‘That sounds right’; and  
• kinaesthetic, ‘I get it.’  
 
It has been said that teachers can influence the use of their material by their students, but they cannot 
influence the storage of it (Rinvolucri 1997). We may be able to rectify this by developing students’ 
awareness of their lead system. From this, they can consciously use expressions in English which 
match with the way they process and store information.  
 
Firstly, students need to discover their own lead system. While many publications offer questionnaires 
to help people identify their preferred learning modality, the task of completing such a survey in itself 
may be problematic, as it may not offer the respondents suitable choices. It may use language too 
difficult or ambiguous, or respondents may choose answers that they believe are expected of them, not 
necessarily those they believe to be true (Cohen and Manion 1997). To illustrate, the Learning Style 
Survey created by Cohen, Oxford and Chi (2001), recognises its limitations in noting that it gives only 
an idea of an individual’s learning tendencies.  
Rather than completing surveys, NLP relies on recognising the clues that people unconsciously reveal.  
 
These are found in:  
1. eye movements; and  
2. behaviours and traits, including both verbal and non-verbal communication.  
 
Eye movements are said to reveal how we process information. Looking up and either left or right 
indicates visual processing, looking to either side indicates auditory, and looking down to either side 
indicates kinaesthetic (Hamilton 2005; Revell and Norman 1997). This accessing behaviour represents 
looking internally at the moment of information retrieval and is independent of external stimuli (Lewis 
and Pucelik 1990).  
 
Certain behaviours are said to distinguish people according to their lead system (Robbins 1997). Visual 
people use phrases like ‘This is how I see it’, and may speak quickly in a high-pitched, nasal tone, that 
may sound strained. Muscle tension is carried in the upper body, particularly the shoulders and 
abdomen.  
 
They often have shallow breathing. You may notice someone who often points and who has hunched 
shoulders and an extended neck. That person most likely falls in the category of visual.  
 
Those whose lead system is auditory may speak in a more modulated tone at a pace more balanced 
than the visual person. Their muscle tension may be more balanced, although there may be some 
slouching of the shoulders and tilting of the head slightly to side. They tend to take more deep, even 
breaths using the whole chest.  
 
The kinaesthetic person may speak in a slow tempo, in a voice that is deep and low. They may pause 
often when speaking. Their posture tends to be solid, strong, with the head sitting squarely on the 
shoulders.  
 
These indications are a collection of common behaviours and traits to represent individual’s preferred 
representational systems but which may vary from person to person (Robbins 1997). Recognising 
these clues in a person may mean that they are using a particular system at that time. For example, a 
group of people meditating may all be using an open-palmed gesture, with bent arms, as in a seated 
meditation stance. This is an example of kinaesthetic accessing by people who may or may not be 
kinaesthetic.  
 
These clues are clear to the trained observer and can be used in class. Esteve (2004), for example, uses 
memory games as an opportunity to observe students when thinking and notes their eye movements, 
but, owing to class size, time and a host of other factors, not all educators are in the position to be able 
to do so.  
 
An alternative is to provide students with an exercise to help them to help themselves. This can be 
achieved through asking students to discover their own lead system. A simple activity might be for 
individuals to examine their use of predicates in their first language. Or a reading task could be used to 
provide students with an explanation of the clues mentioned, asking them to consider these elements 
when looking at others and eventually themselves.  
 
Revel and Norman (1997) offer an activity that can be used in class or given to students as homework. 
This ‘Lead VAK Test’ (VAK standing for visual, auditory and kinaesthetic) involves imagining certain 
situations, then allocating a score to each exercise according to its level of difficulty. It has been 
reproduced here without amendment.  
 
Lead VAK Test: Read and Imagine  
Follow each instruction in your mind and give yourself a mark.  
0 = impossible 1 = difficult 2 = OK 3 = easy 
  
__ see a kangaroo  
__ See your front door  
__ See your toothbrush  
__ See a friend’s face  
__ See a plate of food  
__ See a TV show  
__ Watch the TV scene change  
__ Hear a song  
__ Hear rain  
__ Hear a fire alarm  
__ Hear a friend’s voice  
__ Hear your own voice  
__ Hear birds singing  
__ Hear the singing change to a call of alarm  
__ Feel excited  
__ Feel yourself swimming  
__ Feel grass under your feet  
__ Feel a cat on your lap  
__ Feel hot  
__ Feel your fingers on a piano keyboard  
__ Feel your fingers playing a few notes  
 
When you’ve done the test:  
 
Add your scores for each sense: see __ hear __ feel __  
 
Your highest score represents your lead system. (Revel and Norman 1997:36).  
 
It is important to note that if you want to repeat this test, you will need to alter each line in some way. 
Otherwise, the exercises that require imagination may turn into recall.  
 
This activity can also be done in class as a reading or listening activity. A follow up discussion can 
based on student’s experience with the final exercise in each section. These exercises require changing 
the scenes slightly, and can be challenging. Another follow-up activity can be to ask students to think 
of ways that they can enhance the systems they find more difficult.  
 
Once the students have an awareness of their lead system, they will be able to select which kinds of 
words and expressions to use. When teaching neutral terms of expression, teachers could offer students 
a full selection of corresponding idiomatic expressions which match with the three representational 
systems  
 
Example 1:  
Neutral I don’t understand.  
Visual I can’t quite see it.  
Auditory It’s all Greek to me.  
Kinaesthetic I’m not with you.  
 
Example 2:  
Neutral Let me explain.  
Visual Look at it this way.  
Auditory Let me spell it out for you.  
Kinaesthetic Let me walk you through it.  
 
Students could be asked to be aware of all the terms in order to understand their meaning when they 
are used by others, but, for their own use, they can choose the ones which best match their lead system. 
This in itself can be turned into a lesson, where students are provided with neutral expressions, and 
asked to match them with their sensory equivalent (Revel and Norman 1997:36).  
 
CONCLUSION  
It has been said that ‘the key to lesson planning is knowing exactly what you want to achieve and 
marrying that with what students want to achieve’ (Revell and Norman 1999:7). Perhaps our students 
do not even realise that they have difficulties expressing themselves, or that speaking a second 
language can be as fulfilling as speaking their first. And perhaps they want nothing more then to gain a 
certain test score. But for those that do want more, this solution from NLP may just be the answer.  
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